The longer road to medical school graduation.
The authors followed the academic progress and graduation rates of students matriculating in U.S. medical schools each year between 1976 and 1988. The four-year graduation rates of medical students in MD programs declined from 91.4% for students who matriculated in 1976 to 81.2% for 1988 matriculants. During the same period, the percentage graduating in five years increased from 5.5% to 10.6%, while those still enrolled or on leaves of absence after five years rose from 1.9% to 4.1%. The lengthening of undergraduate medical education is associated with students' spending extra time on special studies or research, but to a greater extent graduation has been delayed for remediation of academic difficulty or slowing of the pace of education to overcome handicaps in academic preparation and learning skills. Underrepresented minority students, particularly black Americans, have lower four-year graduation rates than majority students, and the rate has fallen steadily across successive classes matriculating between 1976 and 1988. The longer periods of undergraduate medical education since 1984, however, have been accompanied by a reversal of the growing attrition rate for black-American students, probably the result of more appropriate pacing of education over the first year or two and the wider availability of student academic support. The longer road to graduation also accumulates greater educational costs, contributing to the escalation in student indebtedness that has been out of proportion to increases in tuition and fees.(ABSTRACT TRUNCATED AT 250 WORDS)